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The Progress

As one year ends and another begins, people look for a word to describe the times in 
which we live. Unfortunately, one word does stand out more than any other. That word is 
violence. Violence - in our homes, our schools and streets - is destroying the lives, dignity 
and hopes of millions in our land. Fear of violence is paralyzing and polarizing our 
communities. The celebration of violence in much of our media, music and even video 
games is poisoning our children. Young people are particularly threatened by violence. In 
some communities, teens talk of “if” they grow up, instead of “when” they grow up, 
planning their funerals instead of their futures. !

This is the stark message of the U.S. bishops in our recent statement, “Confronting a 
Culture of Violence.” The bishops ask the Catholic community to make a special effort to 
pray, reflect and act on violence between Jan. 15-22. This is particularly appropriate since 
Jan. 15 is the birthday of Dr. Martin Luther Jr., the preeminent American articulator of 
nonviolence, and Jan. 22 is the 22nd anniversary of the Supreme Court decision legalizing 
abortion, a fundamental sign of the violence in our land. Allow me to share with you the 
message of this Catholic framework for action against violence. !

Call for a moral revolution!

In the face of so much violence, the U.S. bishops' statement, “Confronting a Culture of 
Violence: A Catholic Framework for Action,” calls for a moral revolution which begins with a 
fundamental respect for human life, which recovers a sense of right and wrong, and 
rejects vengeance in the face of violence. We feel the fear, anger and loss that comes with 
so much violence, but we do not believe the traditional liberal and conservative answers 
are adequate responses to this crisis.!

Our problems are much more fundamental. We have lost respect for human life. We have 
lost a clear sense of right and wrong. We value things more than people. People must pay 
a price for harming others, but we need more than new jails and we do not need more 
assault weapons. We need a moral revolution that changes hearts as well as policies. 
Something is fundamentally wrong when children are thrown from windows, driven into 
lakes and killed in our homes. But the answer is not more violence or a spirit of 
vengeance, but rather a return to the fundamental values of respect for life, responsibility 
and community, and a priority on our children's lives. !

Increasingly, our society looks to violent measures - millions of abortions to address 
problem pregnancies, euthanasia and assisted suicide to cope with the burdens of illness, 
and increasing executions to deal with crime. A society which destroys its children, 
abandons its old and relies on vengeance fails fundamental moral tests. How do we teach 
the young to curb their violence when we embrace it as a solution? We cannot teach killing 
is wrong by killing. The violence of murder and mayhem this past weekend in the suburbs 
of Boston is a gross example of the use of violence to combat the violence of abortion. We 
cannot tolerate such actions. 
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The culture of violence!

We also cannot ignore the underlying cultural values that help to create the environment 
where violence grows. Economic, social and moral forces can tear apart communities and 
hurt young people not as quickly, but just as surely, as bullets and knives. New policies 
cannot substitute for a recovery of the old values of right and wrong, respect and 
responsibility, love and justice. "Thou shalt not kill. Thou shalt not steal.” are more than 
words to be recited; they are imperatives for the common good. !

Words cannot stop weapons. However, together we can change our culture and 
communities. Family by family, neighborhood by neighborhood, we must take our 
communities back from the evil and fear that come with so much violence. Our Catholic 
community can and must make a difference. We have the values, presence and people to 
help overcome this culture of violence. !

In our parishes, schools, and service agencies we are doing a lot. We are reaching out to 
the single mother; we are responding to homelessness; we are trying to make a difference 
in the timber communities impacted by the timber crisis; we are teaching values in our 
Catholic schools and religious education programs. But we need to do more. We need to 
find ways to support families; we need to help young people use the leadership that is 
theirs; we need to rid our homes and neighborhoods of guns and weapons; we need to 
support efforts against unjust discrimination; we need to provide assistance to help 
families and children, the unemployed, the aging and persons with disabilities. !

We can make a difference!

We must learn again the lesson of Pope Paul VI, "If you want peace, work for justice." The 
best antidote to violence is hope. People with a stake in society do not destroy 
communities. Both individuals and institutions should be held accountable for how they 
attack or enhance the common good. It is not only the “down and out” who must be held 
accountable, but also the “rich and famous.” Our society needs more personal 
responsibility and broader social responsibility to overcome the plague of violence in our 
land and the lack of peace in our hearts. !

All Americans have been moved by the Chicago child dropped to death because he 
wouldn't steal candy. We must get beyond our fear and frustration, our differences and 
ideological blinders, to hear his grandmother's cry at his funeral: “We hope somebody, 
somewhere, somehow, will do something about conditions which are causing our children 
to kill each other.” It is a time for all of us to respond to her plea. Will we have the courage 
to do so in our own lives, with our families, in our communities, in our parishes? May 
God's grace and peace be yours. !
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